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DICTIONARY 


Dictionary of Rocks by 
Richard S. Mitchell. 

New York: Van Nostrand 
Reinhold Co. Hardcover; 
228 pages; 1985; $29.95. 


Dr. Mitchell’s latest work on nomenclature and defini- 
tion of rock materials is a fitting companion to his 1979 
book, Mineral Names: What do They Mean?, by the same 
publisher, because it completes the coverage and provides 
the reader with two handy volumes which give most of the 
important definitions that may be needed in the ordinary 
course of study or reference in the geological sciences. As 
in his former work, the present volume is notable for a 
pleasing type-style and ease of scanning, and it is remarka- 
ble for clear and simple language which insures that the 
book will be understood by all. There are some places 
where technical terms cannot be avoided, however, and ac- 
cordingly such words are gathered together in a glossary at 
the end of the book. Here will be found very few such 
terms, which speaks volumes for Mitchell’s concern for the 
reader because lavish use of geological terms could have 
made the entire work highly involved and too technical to 
be of much use to the broader audience that Mitchell is 
aiming for. He intends this book to be used by both ama- 
teurs and professionals and by collectors and others whose 
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interests in the earth sciences may not be based on ad- 
vanced courses in geology. 

Speaking of which, not only is the language refreshingly 
plain, the author has chosen to include numerous gem and 
ornamental stone terms, actually about 300 of them, which 
should be most helpful to the lay reader and the lapidary. 
Some of the terms, however, are rather obscure or very 
rarely used, but nevertheless their inclusion serves to pro- 
vide an authoritative place where arguments can be settled 
as to what they mean. This area of gemstone definition 
presents some dangers which Mitchell had to face in choos- 
ing gem words to put in his dictionary, one of which is de- 
fining when a gemstone becomes a rock rather than a plain 
mineral. It is obvious that he adopted a broad position in 
many cases, as can be seen in ‘‘Rhodochrosite rock,’’ for 
example, which material is none other than the familiar 
massive ore vein lining that is much used in lapidary work. 
As Mitchell makes clear in his discussion of this problem in 
his prefatory and introductory remarks, some authorities 
would not class this kind of rhodochrosite as a ‘‘rock’’ be- 
cause it does not occur in large, structurally significant 
masses. The inclusion of this type of limited mineral occur- 
rence, and others, as nodules, jaspers, chalcedonies, etc., 
is arguable, but it is all to the benefit of readers who might 
otherwise have to look elsewhere to find these terms and to 
have them clearly explained. If anything, readers might 
want even more of these terms included because an ever- 
broadening number of massive gem materials are being in- 
troduced from deposits scattered all over the world and are 
being given names that their purveyors hope will be both 
distinctive and commercially attractive. 

For each entry, not only is a definition provided, but 
also a classification, that is, is the rock igneous, metamor- 
phic, or sedimentary, or in what way is it formed? Also 
given are the rock’s place in the geological environment, its 
constituents, and the derivation or meaning of the name, 
and who named it, if such is known. This last, however, 
presents a problem to the reader who may want to know 
more about the first use of any name. For example, under 
‘*aa’’ lava, the first entry in the book, the initial published 
use of this term is credited to ‘‘Dutton in 1883,’’ but that’s 
as far as it goes. The bibliography provided at the begin- 
ning of the book does not give the Dutton reference, nor 
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